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BEGINNING SPELLING: A LINGUISTIC REVIEW OF SIX SPELLING SERIES 

Bruce Cronnel I 



ABSTRACT 

To better understand 'now spelling is taught, six commercial spelling 
series were reviewed in terms of linguistic orientation, conception w, 
spelling, and treatment of spelling for instruction. In addition, the 
spelling content of each series through fourth grade was described. 
Comparisons were made among the series 'i,p terms. of, specific aspects 
considered important to successful spelling instruction. While there i s 
a common content in all series, they differ considerably in their treat- 
ment of this content and in the additional material relevant to learning 
the sound-to-spelling correspondences of English. 
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BEGINNING SPELLING: A LINGUISTIC REVIEW OF SIX SPELLING SERIES 



Bruce C ronne 1 1 



Section I 

Review of Spelling Series 



The Rules of Correspondence activity is engaged in designing a 
spelling component for the Communication Skills Program of the Southwes. 
Regional Laboratory (SWRL). In order to better understand how spelling 
is presently taught, six commercial spelling series were reviewed and 
comparisons were made among them. These reviews were concerned with 
content and, to a lesser degree, method. This paper presents the 
of this study, in the hopes that a better understanding ' n 9 Wl 

provide a more sophisticated basis for the design and development of 

spel ling i nstruction. 



General Procedures 

Six spelling series were selected for review on the basis of their 
popularity and their particular treatment of spelling. Each series was 
reviewed through the fourth grade level, since his range best app 
mates -he pres, t concerns of the SWRL Communication Skills Program. 

Spelling (at least in the beginning stages) consists of putting in 
writing words which can be spoken, that is, of moving from sound to 
writing. Since the basis for spelling is speech it , s _ I mportant that 
spelling instruction have an adequate linguistic base, mwh.ch the 
nature of speech and the nature of orthography are recognized, as well 
as the relations between them. An adequate linguistic orientation 
requires understanding of the nature of English sound-to-spel 1 i ng 
correspondences, knowledge of regularities and exceptions in English 
spelling, and recognition of dialect differences which may affect 
speng performance. Since English spelling is primarily rule-based 
(Hanna. Hanna, Hodges, & Rudorf, 1966), spelling instruction should 
provide for learning and transfer of the spel I ing rules appropriate 
for written communication. However, since English spelling does not 
have a perfect relation with speech, adequate .nstruction shou d al>o 
provide for learning to handle the var i ab i 1 i ty ' n ^ngl ' sh spel 1 . ng , 
including use of the dictionary as an aid to spelling. Thus a major 
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□art of each review is concerned with the series' linguistic orientation, 
concept i onof spelling, and treatment of spelling for instruct, on. 

The reviews are also concerned with the specific spelling 
of each series. Each correspondence, skill, etc., is 1 'Sted by t 
year of its first occurrence, although it may be reviewed a" d /°r 
expanded later. These listings are generally not ordered j^cor 9 
to P the series' sequences, but arranged by common relationship,. 
to-sDellinq correspondences are given in the forms used by the Rules of 
Correspondence activity, as listed and exempl i f i ed i n Appendix A, using 
pronunciation and other symbols found in Appendix B. Since thes 
correspondences often depend on environment within a wo1 ^ h 

application, environments are listed in the reviews to indicate the 
scope of the correspondences. However, only explicitly stated environ, 
ments are so taught; those in parentheses are not taught, bu g 

to clarify correspondences. 

The reviews are not, in general, concerned with P^agogy or other 
nonl 1 ngui Stic matters. While it is clearly recognized that many factors 
are involved ineffective spelling instruction (Horn, 1969, Sm, th, 1970), 
the emphasis in this paper is on linguistic aspects of the relation 
between sound and spelling in English. 

Page 1 1 _ . erences are for the specific series being reviewed. For 
these references, the number or letter before the colon indicates J* 
book, while the number following the colon indicates the page. A 
before the page number indicates a P^e.^the ^s jdlt ion 



(For example, 2 
Book 2 . ) 



T84 indicates page 



i n 



the teacher's edition of 
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Rev i ews 



The Economy Spelling Series, SpeVLv^ig^ Growth 



The series reviewed here is: 

Mason, C.C., Hudson, J.S., Andress, Barbara., & Miller, Jayne. 

A phonetic approach to spelling growth. Oklahoma City: 
The Economy Company, 1967. 

All four authors are involved in Book 1 only; the remaining books are 
written by Mason and Hudson alone. 



The teacher 

The Economy series is teacher-directed; even in Book A, when spelling 
generalizations are given in the pupil's book, the emphasis is on the 
teacher instructing the class. There are extensive teacher's notes, 
nearly equaling the number of lesson pages in the pupil's edition. 

The teacher is told everything to do and how to explain every th i ng ^ to 
the student-.. . The following is a typical paragraph in the teacher's 
editions is* r k2-k3) , with only the first few words of each sentence 
given to ii.cicate the extensive instructions. 

Tel 1 the pupi Is.... 

Pronounce bott 1 e . 

Help pupils determine that.... 

Ask . . = . 

Ask . . . and write.... 

Ask... . 

Ask . . . and wr i te . . . . 

Ask. . . and wri te. . . . 

Pronounce... and ask.... 

Rem i n d . . . . 

Let them 1 ook .... 

Write.... 

Ask . . . . 

Present all spelling words... in a similar way. 

While the teacher is given detailed instructions on how to teach, she is 
given little information of a linguistic nature about what is to be 
taugh t . 



Linguistic orientation 

Discrimination and identification of sounds are emphasized in the 
Economy series. These are*, clearly useful skills for spelling; however, 
O considerable and unreasonable demands are placed on both teachers and 

ERIC students. i Q .<-■ 
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When each sound or sound combination is presented or reviewed for 
spelling, pupils are asked to identify words containing the sound; e.g., 
''underline the pictured objects whose names end with the _t_ sound 
(1: T21). They are also asked to tell what sounds they hear in specific 
positions. If the teacher stimulus (e.g., "the t_ sound," above) or the 
pupil response is to be a consonant sound , a difficult task is presented 
because of the problems involved in pronouncing consonants in isolation 
Th is task is gr eat 1 y comp 1 i ca ted when con sona n t clusters are involved; 
e.g., "ask the children to name the final sound [sic;/ks/is the answer] 
in makes..."; "ask which word contains the sound [sic] of ks" (1:T93)* 



However, it is not clear how teachers and pupils are actually 
supposed to pronounce these sounds, as the teacher's edition gives no 
instructions in this matter. While the Economy series generally does 
not confuse reading and spelling, it is conceivable that by "sounds" 
nothing more than letter names is meant. And in lieu of any explanation, 
it would certainly not be surprising if teachers interpreted "sounds" 
in this way. The printing of the teacher's notes does not distinguish 
between spelling and sound; e.g., "the sound of t_ is spelled with the 
letter t" (l: T21). Although the series is far from clear on this 
point, possible confusion of sounds and letters seems very real. 

If sounds and letters are not confused, then it is asking a great 
deal to expect the pronunciation of individual sounds. However, the 
series in general demands unnatural pronunciation, or at least pronun- 
ciations not natural to many dialects. Certain required pronunciations 
are not those found in normal speech; e.g., "make sure they hear three 
syllables in every" (2: T85) . 

In addition to unnatural pronunciations, pronunciation (and hearing) 
is presented according to some unspecified dialect. The authors Mason 
and Hudson are in the Tulsa, Oklahoma, public schools, out the diaiect 
does not seem to be regional. Instead it appears to be based on Merriam- 
Webster dictionaries. The "guide to pronunciation" (inside front cover, 
teacher's editions) uses symbols from "We.: stem’s Elementary Dictionary _, 

A Dictionary for Boys and Girls 3 copyright ’963 by G. £• C. Merriam 
Company." These symbols overdifferentiate sounds; e.g., the sounds of 
the underlined letters in the following words are each symbolized differently: 
alone, camel, pencil, carrot, and circus, although the same sound is found 
Tn each ([a], schwa}. Such overdifferentiation of sounds caused problems 
for the sound-to-spelling analysis of Hanna, Hanna, Hodges, and Rudorf 
(1966), as indicated in that report and elsewhere (Roberts, Reed, & Hanna, 

1 967 ) - 

Some differentiation is appropriate for certain dialects, although 
not for all. For example, in some dialects four (vowel symbolized by 
o in the series) and for (symbolized by 6) are pronounced differently, 
but this is not true for probably a majority of Americans. However, 
the Economy series makes no ^comment on the possibility of dialect 
variation, even for such conlmon variables as [ hw ] — [w] (e.g., whale- - 
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